NILS SIMONSSON 


REFLECTIONS ON THE GRAMMATICAL TRADITION 
IN TIBET AND ITS CONNECTION 
WITH INDIAN BUDDHISTIC SPECULATION ON LANGUAGE 


The Indian concept of sentence is an extremely interesting object 
of study, not least because it provides insight into many non-linguistic 
aspects of Indian thought. Ancient Indian linguistics is a manifestation 
of a mode of thinking which is common to Indian philosophy in general, 
most clearly to be observed, perhaps, in the Vakyapadiya. However, in 
the same manner as is the case in our modern cultural sphere, the 
Indian grammarians cherished the illusion that grammar is a totally 
autonomous branch of study which demands special methods, often tech- 
nical in'the extreme. This technicality of presentation of Indian grammar 
has in modern Indology produced the prejudice that the study of 
vyakarana is a study of no real interest outside a narrow circle of 
specialists. The fact, however, that grammar was considered to be the 
entrance to all sciences (sarvavidyanadm mukham vydkaranam) ought to 
be sufficient to guarantee grammar a place of honour in all studies that 
have Indian.culture as their object. It would be easy to show, also, that 


the vydkarana and the methods of the Nirukta and the kogas have 





played_an_important role in the work of translating Indian texts into 








other Asiatic languages, Tibetan in the first place!, but also Chinese and 
Manchu, Uigurian, Mongolian, Khotanese and so on. 





1. Cf. the following quotation from the introduction to the Madhyavyutpatti 
(Sgra sbyor bam po gis pa); see N. SrMOoNSSON, Indo-tibetische Studien, in « Die 


bhandu la sogs pas ji ltar b3ad pa dan | bya ka ra nai sgra'i lugs las fi 
skad du ’dren pa dan yan bstun te / mjal dka'ba rnams kyan chig so sor 
phral nas getan chigs kyis b’ad de gtun du bris / 
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I will take the definition of vakya found in the Mahabhiasya (2, 1, 1, 
vt. 9) as the starting-point for some reflections on the Indian gramma- 
tical tradition in Tibet: akhyatam sa-avyaya-karaka-visesanam vakyam, 
«a verb qualified by uninflected words (i.e. adverbs) and case-inflected 
nouns is a sentence ». Since this was found to be too circumlocutary the 
definition was boiled down to what was absolutely-necessary: 

_ akhyatam saviSesanam vakyam: «a verb with qualification is a 
sentence », The gist of this is that the verb, which constistutes the center 
of the sentence, is visesya, the element qualified, the rest is vi§esana, 
qualification. 

Before going into details, I want to State my general position, viz. 
that this view of the sentence is the reflection of a Hinduistic mode of 
thinking, whereas a Buddhistic pattern of thought would be expected 
to lead to a differing theory of the sentence. This is actually the case, 
but proving it would be too tiresome in a short lecture, because the 
discussion of very complicated philosophic texts would be involved. 
Therefore, I will limit myself to some random observations in the 
present lecture. 

Yaska's definition of the verb, akhydata, is in its turn on the line of 
Patafijali’s definition of the sentence. It runs: bhava-pradhanam akhya- 
tam. In the same manner as the sentence, the verb may be regarded as 
containing two elements, a visesya, called bhava, and a visesatia, consi- 
sting of the sense of the root. It would be idle pains, should I enter into 
an exhaustive discussion of bhava, but a reference to Durga’s commen- 
tary on Nirukta I, 1, 2 appears necessary, because it shows that, acc. to 
Durga, the bhava is something whose existence does not disappear, even 
in the pralaya, it is dtma atyanta-avindsadharmad, acc. to this quotation: 
yena atmabhdavena bhavana-matra-abhisambandhina pralayakale ‘vati- 
Sthate so Gtma atyanta-avind§a-dharma bhava ity ucyate. Bhava, then, 
might be conceived as something « absolute », « asamskrta », a concep- 
tion which ought to render thoughts like these unpalatable to Buddhists 
who adhered to the idea of ksanavadda and of samskrta and asamskrta 
dharmas. 

The reason for the assumption of bhava is the following. Just as we 
refer to a substance, to a « thing », by a (demonstrative) pronom (adas, 
that cow, that horse, etc.), in the same way we refer to verbal actions 
by a pro-verb: bhavati. Adas and bhavati are characterized as sdmanya- 
vacin by Durga, as instances of visesavacin contrasting to bhavati he 
gives dste, Sete, vrajati, tisthati. (Bhavati iti sarvakriyaprasavabijabhiitam 
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astitvamatram eva nirupapadena bhavatigabdena ucyate ity upapannam 
bhavati simanyavacitvam. Bhavati: « Since mere astitva which is, as it 
were, the seed for the birth of all verbs, is expressed by the word bhavati 
without any subordinate word, the characterization as expressiveness of 
generality is appropriate »). 

In this connection I think a reference to Aristotle’s linguistic thought 
is pertinent, in any case the similarity demands a certain amount of 
interest. The following quotation dealing with noun and verb I take 
from Teel Epuevelac, as found in the following edition: Aristote, Orga- , 
non, I: Catégories; II: De l'interprétation. Nouvelle traduction et notes | 
par J. Tricot, Paris, 1936: 

“Ovopa pév ovdv €ori purn onpavTixy) Kara ouvOnKny 
dvev ypovou, Hs pndev pépos earl onpavTiKoy KEexwpt- 
opévovy ev yap TH Kédurmos 16 urmos ovdév xa’ avro 
onpaiver, womep év TH Asyw tH Kadds immos. 

«Le nom est un son vocal, possédant une signification conventio- 
nelle, sans référence au temps, et dont aucune partie ne présente de 
signification quand alle est prise séparément. Dans le nom Kdadurros, 
en effet, immocg n’a en lui-méme et par lui-méme aucune signification, 
comme dans l’expression xaroc inmog >. 

‘Prpa 8€ €ore 76 mpaconpatvoy xpdvov, od pepos ovdev 
onpaive. xwpiss gore dé THY xa’ érépov Acyopevwy anpeiov. 

Aéyw 8’ dre mpooonpaiver xpdvov, olov byiea pév Gvopa, TO 
8 dyiaiver pHa mpogonpaiver yap TO viv Umdpxew. 

_ « Le verbe est ce qui ajoute A sa propre signification celle du temps: 
aucune de ses parties ne signifie rien prise séparément, et il indique 
toujours quelque chose daffirmé de quelque autre chose. Je dis qu'il 
signifie, en plus de sa signification propre, le temps: pat exemple, santé 
est un nom, tandis que est en bon santé est un verbe, car il ajoute a sa 
propre signification V’existence actuelle de cet état ». : 


In his work Metaphysics, which I qoute after Steinthal: Geschichte 
der Sprachwissenschaft bei den Griechen und Romern, Berlin, 1863 





(p-236),-Aristotle_is-more. outspoken: &vdpwros Badt{e is equivalent to 








&vIpurog BadiCav eal. 

In view of the fact that the description of the Tibetan grammar 
given by Thon-mi Sambhota and others owes much of its inspiration to 
Indian vydkarana, it comes as a surprise that the most striking charac- 
teristic of the Paninian vydkarana is missing from it. I refer (1) to the 
fact that the verb is the center of the sentence and (2) to the reciprocal 
dependence of (3) kadraka and (4) verb in the sentence, and (5) to the 
beautifully balanced system of karaka and vibhakti. These factors form 
a harmonious pattern in the Paninian system. ; 

If the harmony of the pattern is disturbed, e.g. by a change of one 
factor, another factor may be expected to undergo changes in function. 
This is what is likely to have happened in the case of kadraka and vibhakti 
in a noun-centered Tibetan system. This is an hypothesis which requires 
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preliminary studies of a great number of details before it can be con- 
firmed or refuted. 

In this paper I wish to draw attention to some passages in the 
Tibetan national grammar as compared with certain Indian texts and 
some generally known facts. , 

For the texts of the Tibetan grammar-I-refer-to- the following edi- 
tions: Les glokas grammaticaux de Thonmi Sambhota, avec leurs com- 


dam, 1976. 

The siitras ascribed to an otherwise unknown author Thon-mi Sam- 
bhota are written in an extremely laconic style which makes them diffi- 
cult to interpret but easy to distort by commentators who cherish 
opinions of their own. The following siitra in the beginning of the gram- 
mar is a good instance of this (Sum éu pa 1): 


- (1) yi ge (2) a li (3) ka ti (4) gtiis / 
(5) ali (6) gsal byed (7) i sogs (8) bzi / 
(9) k@ li (10) sum éu (11) tham pa'o / 
There are (4) two groups of (1) letters, (2) ali and (3) kali. 
(6) The phonemes (5) Gli are (8) four: (7) i, etc. (=i, u, e, o); 
(6) the phonemes (9) kali are (10) (11) thirty in number. 


Gsal byed « making clear » renders Sanskrit vyatijana. In the Indian 
grammatical terminology vyanjana means « consonant ». Also the etymo- 


the only reasonable interpretation is phoneme. The reason is that vya- 
fijana means phoneme in the linguistic speculations of the Buddhist 
philosophers. See Yagomitra’s commentary on Vasubandhu’s Abhidhar- 
makosga (Abhidharmakoga and Bhasya of Acarya Vasubandhu with Sphu- 
tartha Commentary of Acarya Yagomitra, critically ed. by Swami Dwa- 
rikadas Shastri. Bauddha Bharati Series 5, Varanasi, 1970). 


Vasubandhu: vyafijanam aksaram iti / varna ity arthah / 
Yasgomitra: na tu hal eva: acima api vyafijanakatvena istatvat / 
« Vyafijana is the same as aksara, The meaning is phoneme (varna), 
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Not only the consonants are ‘called vyafijana, for also the vowels (ac) 
‘are in our system considered as vyatijana ». 


Rtags ‘Jug 32: 

(1) yi ge ‘i (2) khoris nas (3) min (4) dbyun ste / 
(5) min gi (6) khoms nas (7) chig (8) phyun nas | 
(9) chig gia (10) don rnams (11) ston par byed | 
(2) Out of (1) letters (4) let come (3) names, 

(6) out of (5) names (8) let come (7) phrases; 

(9) by phrases (10) meanings (11) are shown. 


(9) chig is equivalent to pada in Sanskrit, not, however, in the Pani- 
nian sense of « word », but in the Buddhist sense of pada, more or less 
corresponding to « text » or in the Paninian sense of vakya as opposed 
to vrtti « expression combinée... qui consiste en l’emploi d’un dérivé et 
plus souvent d’un composé » (Renou, Terminologie grammaticale du san- 
skrit, s.v. vrtti and vakya). The commentary on the second line (5) min 
gi (6) khons nas etc. is important: (5) min gi (6) khons nas te min du ma 
‘dus pa las chig can dan gyi ka ba lta du dbye ba phyun nas « Out of 
names », i.e. out of a set of several names «let come» « phrases », ie. 
jointed (dbye ba) [expressions] such as can dan gyi ka ba (pillar [made] 
of saridal-tree). The chig can dan gyi ka ba is opposed to can da ka ba 
characterized as min in the commentary on the first line yi ge’i khons 
nas, etc.?, 


Vasubandhu gives the following etymology of pada: padam... yena 
kriyd-guna-kala-sambandhavisesa gamyante. This, of course, is founded 
on the well-known karana-sadhana explanation: padyate anena iti padam, 
and on the rule sarve gatyartha jfanarthah. Yasomitra gives this as the 
vigraha of the long samasa: kriya-guna-kalanam sambandhavisesah, 
which is a bit surprising to me, as I personally would find another inter- 











pretation more reasonable: not a tatpurusa, but a karmadharaya: kriya- 
guna-kalag ca te sambandhavisesas ca. Yagomitra gives as examples of 
kriya: pacati, pathati, gacchati, of guna: krsnah, gaurah, raktah; of kala: 
pacati, paksyati, apaksit. In terms of visesya and visesana, this view of 
the sentence would amount to naman being the viSesya, whereas verbs, 
expressive of action and time, and adjectives (expressive of qualities) 
would be vigesana. This theory of the sentence must, I suggest, be con- 
sidered as more in accordance with the Buddhistic presuppositions than 
the verb-centered sentence. The time at my disposal does not allow me 





2. C£. my essay On the concept of sentence in ancient Indian and Tibetan theory 
and on the function of case particles in Tibetan according to Tibetan grammarians, 
in « Fenno-ugrica Suecana», 5. In honorem Bo Wickman. Uppsala, 1982, pp. 287 ff. 


to enter deeper into the problems caused secondarily by this Buddhistic 
view. Just one thing: the interpretation of the Buddhist speculations on 
language must of necessity be made in connection with the study of the 
theories of the dharmas. For my part, I think these studies will have 
to wait until one of my students has completed his thesis on the dhar- 
mas in the different Buddhist schools. The problem of thé parifatti- 
dhammas is of particular interest in this connection. Quite especially 
so in the interpretation of some passages of Aggavamsa’s Saddaniti. 
One of the relevant passages is Sutta 549 asantam santam (i)va kappiyati 
tafica and the illustrative example given by Aggavamsa: safifiogo jayati. 
(By the way, this example is in fact to the point, since in Theravadic 
abhidhamma safifioga is a pannatii-dhamma, and therefore considered 
to be asantam). 

' Yagomitra enters into a most interesting discussion of whether 
naman is a samjfd, ise. a caitasika-dharma, or a samjfdkarana, an ele- 
ment that makes a caitasika-dharma appear. I think these two examples 
indicate sufficiently the importance of the study of Abhidharma for the 
understanding of the speculations on language in Buddhism. Otherwise 
the studies of Buddhist linguistics will certainly run the risk of resulting 
in complete chaos. 

In conclusion to these observations I would like to say that, to my 
mind, it seems fairly natural that the Tibetans, being ardent Buddhists, 
tried to create a theory of grammar that was not in glaring contrast to 
the fundamental tenets of Buddhist philosophy. Bearing in mind that . 
Buddhist grammarians like Candragomin and Aggavamsa did accept the 
Paninian system of kdraka and the verb-centered sentence, this is, indeed, 
a fact more surprising and more in need of explanation than the fact 
that the Tibetan chose to derive inspiration from the philosophical 
linguistics of their Indian fellow-buddhists. 


